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As a basic means of communication, writing proves to be one of the hardest skills to 
acquire, especially for College students, who have learnt English for many years but 
still fail to write a coherent text. The embarrassing situation in College English 
writing should be partly attributed to students’ weakness in using lexical cohesion 
effectively. 
 
Lexical cohesion, according to Halliday, is achieved via the selection of vocabulary 
that are related in some way to those that have gone before. Hoey (2000) holds that 
lexical cohesion is the dominant mode of creating text since it accounts for over 
forty percent in Halliday and Hasan’s frequency analysis of the different types of ties 
in various texts. Cohesive ties, which run throughout a whole text, can reveal how 
different parts of a text are related to each other. 
 
Lexical cohesion in the present thesis, mainly based on the taxonomy of Halliday & 
Hasan, is subdivided into six types: repetition, synonymy, antonymy, superordinate, 
general noun and collocation. And the present study is an attempt to analyze the 
difference in using the six subtypes of lexical cohesion among the three different 
samples: the model essay, student essays of higher quality and student essays of 
lower quality, and explore the relationship between lexical cohesion and writing 
quality. 
  
The thesis consists of five chapters. Chapter 1 is an introduction to the research, 
including the background to the research, previous researches conducted both abroad 
and at home, objective of the research and the significance to conduct this research. 
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characteristics of College English writing. Chapter 3 focuses on the taxonomy of 
lexical cohesion, which serves as the theoretical framework of the study. Chapter 4 is 
the analysis of lexical cohesion in the three types of samples. Chapter 5 is the 
conclusion part, including the limitation of the present research and suggestions for 
future research. 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
 
1.1 Background to the Research 
As a way to conveying ideas, thoughts, suggestions from the writer to the reader, 
writing is one of the most important means for communication, and thus one of the 
basic skills a language learner has to grasp. However, it also proves to be a most 
challenging skill to acquire. As Walters (1983) points out, writing is the last and 
perhaps the most difficult skill students learn. This is especially true with College 
English learners who have received formal instructions for many years but still fail to 
write as coherently as natives do.  
 
There are several reasons that can account for the embarrassing situation in College 
English writing. One possible reason may lie in the complexity of writing itself. 
Writing involves not only students’ linguistic competence but also their textual 
competence, sociolinguistic competence, real world knowledge and the like. So it is 
well acknowledged that it is impossible to improve one’s writing within a 
comparatively short period of time. That is why many students feel frustrated and 
discouraged at their performance in writing, they feel they cannot achieve great 
improvement even if they exert themselves to the largest extent. Another reason lies in 
the fact that the importance of writing is more or less underestimated. As a result, there 
is no writing course for non-English majors, so students cannot receive any systematic 
instructions about English writing. Even though there are writing courses, too much 
emphasis has been put on how to make correct sentences, while the teaching of how to 
construct an organized and coherent written text in English is more or less neglected 
by teachers. And in evaluation of writing, correcting grammatical errors becomes the 
major task of teachers. Teachers’ feedback misleads students that grammatically 
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a general problem in students’ compositions, even for the students who have learnt 
English for many years. 
 
Coherence is an important factor in determining whether an essay is good or poor. The 
lack of coherence in College English writing should be partly attributed to the poor use 
of cohesion, which roughly falls into two types: grammatical cohesion and lexical 
cohesion. Grammatical cohesion is achieved through reference, ellipsis, substitution 
and conjunction, while lexical cohesion is achieved through the choice of lexical items. 
In the present study, attention is paid to lexical cohesion to explore its relationship with 
writing quality. 
  
But before we make any further discussion on how lexical cohesion contributes to 
writing quality, first of all, we need to look back on some relevant researches 
conducted before to make sure what have been achieved in this area. 
 
1.2 Previous Researches 
The publication of Cohesion in English is considered the most comprehensive 
treatment of cohesion. Since then, more and more scholars and language educators 
who devote themselves to the effective teaching of writing turn their attention to this 
area.  
 
Although in the past two decades, lots of researches have been conducted on the 
relationship between the use of cohesive devices and English writing quality, most of 
the researches both abroad and at home are done from the perspective of the whole 
cohesion theory rather than lexical cohesion alone. And the results drawn from the 
researches are a little bit conflicting. Some prove that the use of cohesion has a 
positive contribution to writing quality, while some claim that cohesion does not 
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1.2.1 Researches Abroad 
Witte & Faigley (1981) conduct a research by investigating ten freshman compositions 
out of ninety. Among the ten samples, five of them are ranked highest while the other 
five are ranked lowest. By comparing the use of cohesive devices between the two 
groups, they conclude that cohesion is an important property of writing quality. 
However, the reliability of their research results is challenged by some scholars for the 
limited samples in their research. 
 
McCulley (1985) studies the relationship among writing quality, coherence and 
cohesion in the persuasive essays written by 17-year-old students during the 
1978-1979 National Assessment of Educational Progress. This study finds that textual 
cohesion is closely correlated with writing quality. And three types of cohesive ties are 
highly correlated with writing quality, they are synonymy, hyponymy and collocation.  
 
Neuner (1987) concludes in his research that the use of cohesive ties does not 
guarantee good writings. Nevertheless, he finds that good writings tend to employ 
longer cohesive chains, more diverse vocabulary and mature word choices.  
 
Norement (1994) investigates thirty Chinese College students’ writings in Chinese and 
English on narrative topics and finds that there is a high correlation between frequency 
of ties and writing quality. 
 
To sum up, most of the studies conducted abroad, like what we discussed above, aim to 
testify whether cohesion and writing quality is highly related or not, and the results are 
controversial: researches done by Witte & Faigley and McCulley present positive 
evidence of the relationship while Neuner disagrees in his research that cohesive ties 
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1.2.2 Researches at Home 
Researchers at home focus more on testing the pedagogical significance of cohesion 
theory to English writing quality by identifying cohesive errors or making comparisons 
between high-scored essay group (HG) and low-scored essay group (LG). 
 
By observing some English majors’ compositions, Li Zhixue (2000) concludes that 
those students who are not good at making use of cohesive devices can only write 
incoherent and loosely organized essays. He also finds that the overuse of simple 
repetition is a common phenomenon in their writings, and the use of other types of 
lexical devices is far from satisfactory. 
 
By analyzing the errors in English writing, Wang Dong (2002) concludes that one 
reason that accounts for poor writing is students’ weakness in using cohesive devices. 
The main cohesive devices used by the students are repetition of nouns and pronouns, 
often resulting in confusion in reference. While other devices, such as hyponyms, 
antonyms and synonyms are rarely employed in their writing. 
 
Fang Cheng (2002) from PLA Foreign Language Institute conducts a research on the 
relationship between lexical cohesion and writing quality, based on the analysis of two 
corpora: one with higher marks, the other with lower marks. By calculating the 
frequency of the lexical ties employed by the two groups and making a statistical work, 
he draws a conclusion that there is significant difference between the two groups in 
using lexical cohesion to bind a text together. He finds that the use of complex 
repetition, synonymy, hyponymy and general nouns are highly correlated with writing 
quality, while no significant difference is found between the two groups’ use of simple 
repetition and antonymy. 
 
By analyzing sixty-four second-year English majors’ compositions from Southwest 
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